Bilirubin and the risk of common non-hepatic diseases.
Bilirubin is a potent antioxidant but can be toxic at high concentrations. This article critically reviews the reported relationships of plasma bilirubin levels to the severity and/or incidence of various common non-hepatic diseases. Plasma bilirubin levels are reportedly negatively related to the risk of atherosclerotic diseases, cancers, demyelinating neuropathies and seasonal affective disorder. By contrast, the incidence and severity of schizophrenia are increased by elevated bilirubin levels. The data strongly suggest that the level of plasma bilirubin should be considered as a risk factor for several common non-hepatic diseases. Additional studies are needed to clarify the mechanisms of this influence, which are thought to be related to unconjugated bilirubin counteracting the oxidative stress underlying these disorders.